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Abstract
The illustrations of the Shahnameh of Shah Isma ‘Tl constitute one of the most distinguished

achievements of the Qazvin School during the Safavid period, in which the operation of
the faculty of imagination (Quwwa-ye Mutakhayyila) is manifested in a distinctive and
meaningful manner. In the five selected folios from this manuscript, epic protagonists such
as Rostam, Sohrab, Siyavash, and Afrasiyab are represented at pivotal moments of the
narrative, while the painter adopts a distinct approach in designing each folio that
transcends mere visual imitation of external appearances. This distinction indicates the
scope of the imaginative faculty’s interventions and its relationship with intellect (‘aql) and
sense perception (hiss) within the artist’s epistemological framework. This fundamental
study aims to demonstrate that the painter of the Qazvin School is not merely a transcriber
of the poetic narrative, but rather an “interpreter” and “exegete” of the truths concealed
within the epic, transforming sensible forms into intelligible meanings through the faculty
of imagination. This study by using a descriptive-analytical method, drawing on
Avicenna’s (Ibn Sina’s) theoretical foundations concerning the faculty of imagination, and
comparing them with five selected paintings from the Shahnameh of Shah Isma‘il, seeks
first to examine how philosophical and mystical concepts related to the imaginal realm are
embodied in these paintings and, second, to identify their visual and conceptual
characteristics as concrete manifestations of the activity of the faculty of imagination. The
findings demonstrate that, within these illustrations, the imaginative faculty functions not
merely as a power of image-making, but as a “mediator between intellect and sense
perception,” guiding the viewer’s perception from the level of heroic narrative toward the

level of meaning and existential experience.
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Introduction

The Qazvin School, in the second half of the
tenth century AH (956-985 AH), is
distinguished from the earlier schools of Tabriz
and Herat by characteristics including balanced
compositional structures, luminous chromatic
harmonies, an increasing inclination toward
mystical and philosophical themes, and a
pronounced emphasis on symbolic and
hermeneutic modes of representation. Among
its most remarkable achievements is the
illustrated Shahnameh commissioned by Shah
Isma‘il II. Despite containing only fifty-two
miniatures—approximately half of which
illustrate the narrative up to Alexander’s
reign—the manuscript exhibits exceptional
visual coherence, narrative precision, and a
marked tendency toward liminal and imaginal
forms of pictorial expression. Produced during
the politically turbulent years of 983-985 AH
(1575-1577 CE), under the patronage of a ruler
who himself was interested in painting, the
manuscript was created in the royal library of
Qazvin by distinguished artists such as
Siyavush Beg Gorjestant, Sadiq Beg Afshar,
and ‘All Asghar Kashani. In five selected
paintings from this manuscript, depicting
decisive episodes involving Rostam and
Sohrab, Siyavash, Afrasiyab, Jandal, Sam, and
Zal, the painters adopted an approach that went
beyond the literal visualization of the outward
appearance of the narrative. This distinction
becomes evident through multilayered
compositional structures, stylized and non-
naturalistic physiognomies, the use of
chromatic schemes that deliberately resist
empirical realism—such as purple, violet,
gold, and lapis lazuli—and the depiction of
placeless or indeterminate spaces. Such
representational strategies raise a fundamental
question: How may the role of the faculty of
imagination in the creative process of the
illustrations of the Shahnameh of Shah Isma ‘1l
be philosophically explained? This question
can be examined on the basis of Avicennian
philosophy, in which the faculty of imagination
occupies an intermediate ontological and
cognitive position between sensation and
intellect. It possesses the capacity to combine,
differentiate, and transform particular sensory
images, ultimately generating new forms
capable of expressing intelligible realities.
Within this framework, the painter is
understood not merely as a recorder of visible
reality but as a creative mediator who, through

the operation of the imaginative faculty,
embodies immaterial and esoteric meanings
within sensible forms. The present study
argues that the artists of the Qazvin School
should not be regarded simply as illustrators of
an epic text. Rather, they function as
interpreters and hermeneuts of the truths
embedded within the epic, transforming
sensible forms into the intelligible meanings
through the faculty of imagination.

Materials and Methods

This study is fundamental research conducted
through a descriptive-analytical methodology.
The theoretical foundations concerning the
faculty of imagination and its function within
Islamic art were first established through an
examination of philosophical literature and
relevant library sources. Subsequently,
employing a visual content analysis approach,
a selection of miniatures from the Shahnameh
of Shah Isma‘l, belonging to the Qazvin
School, was subjected to detailed examination.
The research corpus consists of five
purposively selected illustrations from the
manuscript. These paintings were analyzed
according to conceptual criteria derived from
the Avicennian theory of the faculty of
imagination.

Discussion and Findings

Before ascending the throne, Shah Ismail 11 had
been held for nineteen years in the fortress of
Qahgaha because of enmities against him; he
was released from prison after the death of
Shah Tahmasp and came to the throne. Despite
the malevolence and the atrocities he brought
about, he apparently took an interest in
painting. From the very beginning of his reign,
Ismail set about gathering artists and
establishing a royal library and painting
workshop (raqqash-khana) in Qazvin, and he
commissioned a copy of the Shahnameh that
later became known as the Shahnameh of Shah
Ismail 1I. The compilation and illustration of
the manuscript began, but although fifty-two
paintings were produced for its first half, up to
the reign of Alexander, it appears never to have
been completed, owing to his death. The
manuscript was produced in a large format
measuring 46 X 31.5 cm and apparently left
Iran in the late Qajar period, reaching Demotte,
a manuscript dealer in Paris. Like the Great
Mongol Shahnameh (the Shahnameh of the
Ilkhanids), its fate was dispersal into separate
leaves, owing to Demotte’s greed for greater
profit from selling it.
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In sum, in the five paintings examined from the
Shahnameh of Shah Ismail 11, the imaginative
faculty (quwwa mutakhayyila) appears as the
mediating power between sense and intellect.
In the painting “Siyavash before Afrasiyab,”
this faculty represents the ineluctable decree
before it occurs and depicts the intellect’s
incapacity before divine providence. In “The
Battle of Rostam and Sohrab,” the opposition
of blue and red expresses the inner conflict
between intellect and instinct within the human
soul. In the painting “Jandal,” the golden iwan
symbolizes the Active Intellect; the three
colors, green, purple, and blue, symbolize the
three faculties of the soul (the appetitive,
irascible, and rational); and Jandal himself
symbolizes the intelligible imagination, which
makes the balance of the faculties possible. In
“Siyavash’s Passage through the Fire,” the soft,
golden flames transform material fire into
intelligible light and indicate the transition
from passive imagination to  active
imagination. Finally, in the painting “Sam’s
Visit to Zal,” the three-tiered structure (Sam
below, the mountain in the middle, and the
Simurgh and Zal above) embodies the soul’s
ascent from the sensible world to the
intellectual world.

Conclusions

The outcome of this study of the imaginative
faculty  (quwwa  mutakhayyila)  from
Avicenna’s perspective, together with its
comparative and exemplary analysis in five
paintings of the Shahnameh of Shah Ismail 11,
can be explained as follows. In the initial stages
of his activity, the painter’s imagination looks
to the forms and meanings preserved in the
imaginative faculty (quwwat al-khayal) and, in
the service of the estimative faculty (quwwa
wahima), manipulates them. This level of
manipulation is particular and sensible in
character. However, in order to attain
perceptual perfection, the painter requires
intellectual perception in the light of the
emanations of the Active Intellect. At this
stage, the imaginative faculty turns toward the
cognitive faculty above it, namely the rational
faculty (quwwa ‘dqila), and its activities are
confined to intelligibles and immaterial
entities. With the illumination of the Active
Intellect, not only are the potential intelligibles
actualized in the acquired intellect (‘aq/
mustafad), but the intelligible forms in the
imaginative faculty too are brought to
actuality. The painter’s imagination transcends

the realm of particulars and gazes upon the
universal concepts and forms of the higher
world. This is precisely the level that is called
intelligible imagination. By drawing on this
intelligible imagination, the painter of the
Shahnameh of Shah Ismail Il has represented
the inner truth of the stories through visual
elements: the opposition of intellect and wrath
in the painting of Siyavash and Afrasiyab; the
inner conflict between intellect and instinct in
the battle of Rostam and Sohrab; the balance of
the soul’s three faculties in Jandal’s courtship;
the purification of the soul in Siyavash’s
passage through the fire; and the ascent from
sense to intellect in Sam’s visit to Zal. Across
all these paintings, the elimination of shadow
and perspective, the use of liminal (barzakh-
like) colors (purple, violet, and gold), and the
representation of the characters’ inner
dispositions (sira) in their faces and colors all
attest that the painter is not a mere copyist but
an interpreter and exegete (ta ‘'wil) of the truths
concealed in the epic. In these works, the
imaginative faculty acts as a mediator between
intellect and sense, guiding the viewer from the
level of the epic narrative to the level of
meaning and existential experience. Thus,
painting is a site for the manifestation of
philosophical and mystical thought in Islamic
art.
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